
























1Drug Resistance Updates 19 (2015) 13–21
Contents lists available at ScienceDirect
Drug  Resistance Updates
jo ur nal homepage: www.elsev ier .com/ locate /drup
patial  dynamics  of  TRAIL  death  receptors  in  cancer  cells
ulianne  D.  Twomey,  Su-Ryun  Kim,  Liqun  Zhao,  William  P.  Bozza,  Baolin  Zhang ∗
ivision of Biotechnology Review and Research IV, Ofﬁce of Biotechnology Products, Center for Drug Evaluation and Research,
ood  and Drug Administration, Silver Spring, MD 20993, United States
 r  t  i  c  l  e  i  n  f  o
rticle history:
eceived 30 October 2014
eceived in revised form 15 February 2015





a  b  s  t r  a  c  t
TNF-related  apoptosis  inducing  ligand  (TRAIL)  selectively  induces  apoptosis  in cancer  cells  without  harm-
ing  most  normal  cells.  Currently,  multiple  clinical  trials  are  underway  to evaluate  the  antitumor  activity
of  recombinant  human  TRAIL  (rhTRAIL)  and  agonistic  antibodies  that target  death  receptors  (DRs)  4 or  5.
It  is  encouraging  that these  products  have  shown  a tolerated  safety  proﬁle  in  early  phase  studies.  How-
ever,  their  therapeutic  potential  is likely  limited  by the emergence  of  tumor  drug  resistance  phenomena.
Increasing  evidence  indicates  that  TRAIL  DRs  are  deﬁcient  on the plasma  membrane  of some  cancer
cells  despite  their  total  protein  expression.  Notably,  the  lack  of  surface  DR4/DR5  is  sufﬁcient  to  ren-
der  cancers  resistant  to TRAIL-induced  apoptosis,  regardless  of  the  status  of other  apoptosis  signalingargeted cancer therapy
rug resistance
components.  The  current  review  highlights  recent  ﬁndings  on  the  dynamic  expression  of  TRAIL  death
receptors,  including  the  regulatory  roles  of  endocytosis,  autophagy,  and  Ras GTPase-mediated  signaling
events.  This  information  could  aid  in the identiﬁcation  of novel  predictive  biomarkers  of  tumor  response
as well  as  the  development  of  combinational  drugs  to  overcome  or bypass  tumor  drug  resistance  to  TRAIL
receptor-targeted  therapies.
Published  by Elsevier  Ltd. This  is  an open  access  article  under  the  CC BY-NC-ND  license
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).ontents
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. Introduction
Drug resistance is a major cause of cancer treatment failure
nd it is closely related to the inherent heterogeneity of tumor
ells as being found between tumor types, individuals with the
ame type of tumor, and within one tumor of a patient at any
 The views presented in this article are based on our own research ﬁndings and
 survey of the related scientiﬁc publications, and they do not necessarily reﬂect
given time. Therefore, the ability to identify or stratify the sub-
sets of patients with molecularly deﬁned cancers could signiﬁcantly
improve patient outcome. Numerous strategies are being explored
to overcome intrinsic and acquired drug resistance mechanisms;
for examples, targeting the ATP-driven efﬂux transporters (Choi
and Yu, 2014; Goler-Baron and Assaraf, 2012; Shapira et al., 2011),
upregulation of proteases (de Wilt et al., 2012; Fall et al., 2014;
Niewerth et al., 2014a,b,c; Orlowski, 2013), and lysosomal drug-
sequestration (Adar et al., 2012; Zhitomirsky and Assaraf, 2015).
Death receptors (DRs), including TNF receptor 1 (TNFR1), Fas,
hose of the Food and Drug Administration (FDA).
∗ Corresponding author at: Food and Drug Administration, 10903 New Hampshire
venue, Building 52, Room 2128, Silver Spring, MD 20993, United States.
el.: +1 240 402 6740.
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ttp://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.drup.2015.02.001
368-7646/Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-NDR4 and DR5, are attractive targets for cancer therapy. These DRs
are characterized by an intracellular death domain which transmits
a death signal from their cognate ligands such as TNF-, Fas ligand






















Current clinical trials involving rhTRAIL and DR4/5 agonistic antibodies.a
Drug Name Combined with: Phase Tumor Type Study Years Enrolled
Patients
Sponsor Clin. Trial ID
Apo2L/ rhTRAIL Dulanermin Arm 1: Cetuximab + Irinotecan + Dulanermin
Arm 2: Bevacizumab + FOLFIRI + Dulanermin
Ib Colorectal Cancer 2006–2012 42 Genetech NCT00671372
Dulanermin Arm 1: Dulanermin + Bevacizumab + FOLFOX I Metastatic Colorectal
Cancer
2009–2014 23 Genetech NCT00873756
AMG  951 Arm 1: Carboplatin + Paclitaxel + Bevacizumab
Arm 2: Carboplatin + Paclitaxel + Bevacizumab + AMG 951
Arm 3: Carboplatin + Paclitaxel
Arm 4: Carboplatin + Bevacuzimab + AMG 651
II NSCLCb 2007–2012 213 Amgen NCT00508625
Anti-DR4 Mapatumumab Arm 1: Mapatumumab + Sorafenib I Hepatocellular
Carcinoma
2008–2012 23 GSK NCT00712855
Mapatumumab Arm 1: Mapatumumab +Sorafenib
Arm 2: Placebo + Sorafenib
II Hepatocellular
Carcinoma
2011–2014 101 GSK Clinical Trials NCT01258608
Mapatumumab Arm 1: Paclitaxel + Carboplatin
Arm 2: Carboplatin + Mapatumumab
Arm 3: Paclitaxel + Carboplatin + Mapatumumab
II NSCLC 2007–2011 111 GSK Clinical Trials NCT00583830
Mapatumumab Arm 1: Mapatumumab + Cisplatin + Radiotherapy Ib/II Cervical Cancer 2010–2014 9 NCT01088347
Mapatumumab Arm 1: Bortezomib
Arm 2: Bortezomib + Mapatumumab (low dose)
Arm 3: Bortezomib + Mapatumumab (high dose)
II Multiple Myeloma 2006–2010 105 GSK NCT00315757
TRM-1 Arm 1: TRM-1 II NSCLC 2005 n/a GSK NCT00092924
TRM-1 Arm 1: TRM-1 II Non-Hodgkin’s
Lymphoma
2004–2007 n/a GSK NCT00094848
Anti-DR5 Conatumumab Arm 1: AMG 655 (high dose) + paclitaxel/carboplatin
Arm 2: AMG 655 (low dose) + paclitaxel/carboplatin
Arm 3: Placebo + paclitaxel/ carboplatin
Ib/II NSCLC 2008–2011 172 Amgen NCT00534027
Conatumumab Arm 1: AMG 655 (low dose) + mFOLFOX6 + Bevacizumab
Arm 2: AMG 655 (high dose) + mFOLFOX6 + Bevacizumab




Conatumumab Arm 1: AMG 655 + Doxorubicin
Arm 2: Placebo + Doxorubicin
Ib/II Soft Tissue Sarcoma 2007–2011 134 Amgen NCT00626704
Conatumumab Arm 1: Placebo + Gemcitabine Ib/II Metastatic Pancreatic
Cancer
2007–2012 138 Amgen NCT00630552
Arm  2: AMG 655 + Gemcitabine
Arm 3: AMG 479 + Gemcitabine
Conatumumab Arm 1: FOLFIRI + AMG  655 + Placebo
Arm 2: FOLFIRI + AMG  479 + Placebo
Arm 3: FOLFIRI + AMG  655 + AMG  479
II Metastatic Colorectal
Cancer
2009–2012 155 Amgen NCT00813605
Conatumumab Arm 1: AMG 655 (intermediate dose) + Vorinostat
Arm 2: AMG 655 (low dose) + Bortezomib
Arm 3: AMG 655 (low dose) + Vorinostat
Arm 4: AMG 655(high dose) + Bortezomib
Arm 5: AMG 655 (high dose) + Vorinostat
Arm 6: AMG 655 (TBD dose) + Bortezomib
Arm 7: AMG 655 (intermediate dose) + Bortezomib
Ib Lymphoma 2008–2011 33 Amgen NCT00791011
Conatumumab Arm 1: AMG 655 + Panitumumab Ib/II Metastatic Colon
Cancer
53 Amgen NCT00630786
CS-1008 Arm 1: CS-1008 + Gemcitabine II Pancreatic Cancer 2007–2008 65 Daiichi Sankyo Inc. NCT00521404
Lexatumumab Arm 1: HGS-ETR2
Arm 2: HGS-ETR2 + recombinant interfereon gamma
I Metastatic Tumors 2006–2011 19 NCT00428272
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to TNF-, which is known to elicit severe toxicity after systemic
exposure, TRAIL appears to selectively induce apoptosis in cancer
cells without harming most normal cells and healthy tissues (Castro
et al., 2012; Lawrence et al., 2001; Oikonomou et al., 2007; Walczak
et al., 1999). This unique selectivity has prompted multiple clini-
cal trials to evaluate the antitumor activity of recombinant human
TRAIL (rhTRAIL) and its receptor agonistic antibodies (Table 1). It
is encouraging that these products have shown a tolerated safety
proﬁle in early phase clinical studies (Daniel and Wilson, 2008;
Herbst et al., 2010; Leong et al., 2009; Roberts et al., 2011). How-
ever, their therapeutic potential is likely limited by the emergence
of various drug resistance phenomena that has been seen in a large
number of human cancer cell lines and primary tumors. There is an
unmet need of biomarkers that can help identify patient subpop-
ulations that are likely responsive or drug resistant to the speciﬁc
treatments. To achieve better treatment outcomes, ongoing phase
2 clinical trials are focused on the evaluation of TRAIL receptor
agonists in combination with various chemotherapies or targeted
therapies (Soria et al., 2011; Thorburn et al., 2008).
TRAIL induces apoptosis through engaging DR4 and/or DR5
expressed on the plasma membrane of target cancer cells. The
sequential signaling events involve the assembly of a death induc-
ing signaling complex (DISC), activation of a caspase cascade,
cleavage of cellular proteins, and eventually the execution of apo-
ptosis (Fig. 1) (Aza-Blanc et al., 2003; Kischkel et al., 2000, 2001).
Although TRAIL elicits cytotoxic effects in some malignant cells,
those with highly malignant tumors such as pancreatic cancer (Hinz
et al., 2000), malignant melanoma (Fulda et al., 2001), neuroblas-
toma (Eggert et al., 2001), and breast cancer (Keane et al., 1999;
Singh et al., 2003; Zhang and Zhang, 2008; Zhao et al., 2007), are
resistant to TRAIL-induced apoptosis (Ozoren and El-Deiry, 2003).
A variety of cellular factors have been associated with TRAIL resis-
tance, which are described in several excellent reviews (Crowder
and El-Deiry, 2012; Dimberg et al., 2013; Fulda, 2015; Held and
Schulze-Osthoff, 2001; Mellier and Pervaiz, 2012; Shankar and
Srivastava, 2004; Siegelin, 2012; Stegehuis et al., 2010; Thorburn
et al., 2008; van Geelen et al., 2004; van Roosmalen et al., 2014).
These cellular factors include defects in TRAIL signaling com-
ponents (e.g. deﬁciency of caspase 8 and elevated expression of
FLIP) as well as the deregulated expression of apoptosis regulatory
proteins (e.g. Bcl2 and cIAP family proteins). Recent studies demon-
strate a close association between TRAIL resistance and defects in
TRAIL receptors themselves. Moreover, increasing evidence shows
that DR4 and DR5 are functionally defective in different types of
cancer cells (Snow et al., 2006). Despite their protein expression,
DR4 and/or DR5 are found to be absent on the surface of these
malignant cells. Notably, lack of surface DR4 and DR5 appears to
be sufﬁcient to render tumors resistance to the targeted thera-
pies regardless of the expression levels of other relevant signaling
molecules. This review provides an update of the current knowl-
edge on TRAIL resistance, highlighting the mechanisms responsible
for the functional deﬁciency of TRAIL receptors in cancer cells.
2. Regulation of TRAIL DRs
2.1. Transcriptional regulation of DR4 and DR5
The signaling pathway illustrated in Fig. 1 suggests that TRAIL-
induced apoptosis is independent of p53 activity. Because p53 is
mutated in about 50% of human tumors, which confers upon tumors
drug resistance to classical DNA-damaging agents, it was  initially
thought that DR4 and DR5 agonists could be used to kill cancer
cells expressing mutant p53. However, this idea is now challenged
by the fact that p53 is a transcriptional regulatory factor of the DR5
gene (Takimoto and El-Deiry, 2000; Wu  et al., 1997). Consistently,
16 J.D. Twomey et al. / Drug Resistance Updates 19 (2015) 13–21
Fig. 1. Dynamic expression of TRAIL death receptors. In the TRAIL-induced apoptosis pathway, TRAIL ligation of DR4/5 causes assembly of the death induced signaling
complex (DISC) composed of Fas-associated death domain (FADD) and pro-caspase 8/10 (Pro-C8/10) which then is processed and released into cytoplasm to initiate effector
caspase (C3/7) mediated apoptosis. Activated caspase-8 can also cause the cleavage of Bid into tBid, linking to mitochondrial-dependent activation of the caspase cascade.
Resistance to TRAIL-mediated apoptosis can be caused by surface deﬁciency of the death receptors through deregulation of both transcriptional and post-translational
pathways. Transcriptional regulation of the death receptors is through transcription factors which either cause upregulation of the DRs (black) or inhibit DR transcription
(red)  (*DR4 speciﬁc; **DR5 speciﬁc). Several chemotherapies have been implicated in modulating this transcriptional regulation. Post-translational modiﬁcations of the DRs
(e.g.  glycosylation) within the endoplasmic reticulum (ER) and trans-Golgi network (TGN) are required for the translocation of the receptors to the plasma membrane. In some










tross-talk with the EGFR/Ras signaling pathways through upregulated H-Ras could r
trengthening the tumor cell’s resistance to TRAIL-induced apoptosis. To overcome 
resentation of DRs through harnessing alternate pathways in combination with rh
ome chemotherapeutic agents can increase TRAIL induced apo-
tosis through upregulation of DR5 gene expression in cancer cells
xpressing functional p53 (Mahalingam et al., 2009). We  speculate
hat p53 mutation status may  be related to the expression levels of
R5 and that may  be a determinant of cellular sensitivity to TRAIL
nduced apoptosis.
DR5 gene expression is regulated by stress-induced transcrip-
ion factors including CHOP, Elk1, NF-B, AP-1, Sp1, FOXO3a, andin increased endocytosis and/or increased autophagosomal localization, potentially
resistance mechanisms, therapeutics should aim to enhance or stabilize the surface
 and DR4/5 agonistic antibodies.
Ying Yang 1 (YY1) (Sheikh et al., 1998; Yoshida et al., 2001).
For example, CHOP modulates DR5 mRNA expression through
the binding region in the 5′-ﬂanking region of the DR5 gene
(Yamaguchi and Wang, 2004). Elk1 cooperates with CHOP in the
regulation of DR5 gene expression (Oh et al., 2010). NF-B is also
known to be a key transcriptional regulator of DR5 gene expres-
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The promoter of the DR5 gene contains several functional
egions for the binding of transacting factors including AP-1 and
p1 (Moon et al., 2012). AP-1, a dimeric complex composed of
-Jun and c-Fos, has been shown to upregulate DR5 gene expres-
ion in response to JNK activation (Zou et al., 2004). Four putative
p1-binding regions were found in the DR5 promoter, which were
hown to upregulate DR5 gene expression in cells treated with cyto-
oxic drugs. The AKT downstream transcription factor FOXO3a was
hown to be involved in the transcriptional regulation of DR4 and
R5 genes (Chen et al., 2010; Ganapathy et al., 2010). There is also
vidence that the YY1 protein acts as a transcriptional repressor of
R5. YY1 is a ubiquitously expressed zinc ﬁnger factor that coop-
rates with other transcription factors to act as either an activator
r transcriptional repressor of its target genes. Blockage of NF-B
ignal caused inhibition of YY1, resulting in upregulation of DR5
Baritaki et al., 2007a,b, 2008). Additionally, histone deacetylase
nhibitors also cause upregulation of DR4 and DR5 mRNA levels as
ell as protein levels (Singh et al., 2005). These inhibitors function
o block histone deacetylation and facilitate transcription through
he above mentioned transcription factors such as Sp1 or NF-B
Singh et al., 2005).
DR4 gene expression shares several transcription factors with
hat of DR5 such as p53, NF-B, CHOP, FOXO3a, and AP-1 (Guan
t al., 2001, 2002; Jin et al., 2014; Mendoza et al., 2008; Ravi et al.,
001; Shoeb et al., 2013). However, GLI-3 was suggested to be the
nique transcription repressor of DR4 gene expression (Kurita et al.,
010). In principle, therapeutic agents that can upregulate DR4/DR5
ene expression may  have a potential to increase cellular sensi-
ivity to apoptosis induction by rhTRAIL or DR4/5 antibodies. A
ynergistic effect was shown when combining with thapsigargin
Yamaguchi and Wang, 2004) and proteasome inhibitor MG132
Yoshida et al., 2005), both of which upregulate CHOP protein
xpression, capsaicin increases Sp1 expression (Moon et al., 2012),
r NPI-0052 represses YY1 expression (Baritaki et al., 2008). As
esearch on the transcriptional regulation of the DR4 and DR5 genes
dvances, the cumulative information can help the selection of drug
ombinations that can enhance the therapeutic activity of TRAIL
eceptor targeted therapies.
.2. Post-translational modiﬁcations of TRAIL DRs
Although DR4 and DR5 gene expression is found in a wide
pectrum of tumor cells including breast cancer cells, there is no
orrelative link between total receptor protein expression lev-
ls and the sensitivity of tumors to rhTRAIL. Increasing evidence
emonstrates that the mRNA expression of TRAIL receptors does
ot necessarily reﬂect their functional protein expression due to
he complex post-translational modiﬁcations of the synthesized
eceptor proteins. These include protein glycosylation, trafﬁcking,
nd endocytosis processes. Here we survey the recent ﬁndings
n the relevant areas, as well as the emerging regulatory roles of
utophagy and Ras GTPase-mediated signaling events.
Glycosylation of TRAIL receptors. Glycosylation of proteins is a
omplex post-translational modiﬁcation that attaches glycans at
peciﬁc sites on a protein, most commonly at Asn (N-linked) or
er/Thr (O-linked) residues. DR4 and DR5 have been shown to
ndergo N- or O-linked glycosylation in a cell type dependent
anner, thereby modulating their cellular sensitivity to TRAIL
Jin et al., 2004; Wagner et al., 2007). O-linked glycosylation of
R5 is catalyzed by N-acetyl-galactosamine (GalNAc) transferase
GALNT) 3, GALNT14, and -(1,3)-fucosyltransferase (FUT), trans-
erring GalNAc to serine and threonine residues in the polypeptide
xtracellular domain (Wagner et al., 2007). O-glycosylation is sug-
ested to increase membrane stability of the receptors, preventing
ndocytosis (Wu  et al., 2012), and facilitating receptor translo-
ation into clusters for DISC assembly and caspase-8 activatione Updates 19 (2015) 13–21 17
(Wagner et al., 2007; Wu  et al., 2012). Increased levels of the
glycosylated proteins directly correlate with TRAIL sensitivity in
colorectal, pancreatic, non-small cell lung cancer (NSCLC), and
melanoma cell lines (Wagner et al., 2007). Consistently, the vast
majority of TRAIL-sensitive tumor cell lines expressed higher levels
of peptidyl O-glycosyltransferase (Wagner et al., 2007). Knock-
down of GALNT14 inhibited DISC recruitment, through reduced
translocation of DR4 and DR5, but also by surface deﬁciency of the
receptors (Wagner et al., 2007). N-linked glycosylation of DR4 was
shown to stabilize the receptor on the plasma membrane (Yoshida
et al., 2007).
Glycosylated receptors can be bound by galectins on the plasma
membrane, which will inhibit DR internalization (Mazurek et al.,
2012). The geometry of galectin-3 allows for different glycoproteins
to participate in higher order lattice structures (Ahmad et al., 2004),
thereby stabilizing the DRs and epidermal growth factor receptor
(EGFR) on the membrane (Partridge et al., 2004).
Trafﬁcking to plasma membrane. Surface expression of DRs is
dependent on translocation of the protein from the trans-Golgi net-
work (TGN) to the plasma membrane. This sorting to the plasma
membrane is regulated by cargo transport proteins such as Arf and
Rho GAP protein ARAP1 (Simova et al., 2008) and nuclear translo-
cation signaling proteins (Kojima et al., 2011). Malfunctions in this
pathway will result in surface deﬁciency of DRs and an increase in
localization to the cytosol (Kojima et al., 2011), the TGN (Simova
et al., 2008; Zhang et al., 2000) and nuclear perimeter (Jin et al.,
2004; Kojima et al., 2011; Leithner et al., 2009; Liu et al., 2009).
Two nuclear localization signals (NLS) were found in DR5, caus-
ing co-localization with importin 1 and transport to the nucleus
(Kojima et al., 2011). Nuclear localization of DR5 has recently been
implicated in the processing of micro-RNAs (miRNA), such as let-7,
involved in tumor cell differentiation and reveals a possible nuclear
function of the death receptors (Haselmann et al., 2014). The co-
localization of DR5 with microprocessor components reveals a
possible regulatory role over tumor progression and differentia-
tion. The faulty trafﬁcking of DRs to the plasma membrane requires
further examination to determine how to correct this malfunction
for restoration of DR surface expression.
Internalization of DRs. DR surface deﬁciency is caused by vari-
ous internalization mechanisms, such as rapid clathrin-dependent
endocytosis (CDE) (Austin et al., 2006; Chen et al., 2012; Zhang
et al., 2009; Zhang and Zhang, 2008), clathrin-independent endocy-
tosis (CIE) (Kohlhaas et al., 2007), lysosomal degradation (Akazawa
et al., 2009), or autophagosome co-localization (Di et al., 2013).
TRAIL, in contrast to TNF and FasL, does not require internal-
ization to induce an apoptotic signaling cascade (Kohlhaas et al.,
2007), and the endocytosis of DR4 and DR5  after TRAIL-ligation
has drastic implications on apoptotic signaling. Internalization of
the DRs can be accelerated by TRAIL ligation, which was  shown
in hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC), colon adenocarcinoma, cholan-
giocarcinoma and breast cancer cell lines (Akazawa et al., 2009;
Mazurek et al., 2012; Song et al., 2010; Zhang et al., 2009).
Alternatively, TRAIL-receptor endocytosis aids in acquired TRAIL
resistance, upregulating apoptosis inhibitors, preventing contin-
uous caspase activation (Zhang et al., 2009) and inhibiting a
mitochondrial response (Yoshida et al., 2009). Endocytosis of the
TRAIL-DR5 complex in TRAIL- sensitive cells has demonstrated pro-
teolytic cleavage of AP1 and AP2, which are necessary for CDE
(Austin et al., 2006), further inhibiting receptor internalization.
TRAIL-receptor complexes can be targeted for degradation through
ubiquitination by c-Cbl (Kim et al., 2013; Song et al., 2010). Cbl-b is
also implicated in surface DR downregulation through the JNK or
MAPK pathways (Yan et al., 2012).
Prior to sufﬁcient TRAIL-ligation, rapid clathrin- and dynamin-
dependent (Akazawa et al., 2009; Austin et al., 2006; Kohlhaas
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ileucine sorting signals (Akazawa et al., 2009; Zhang and Zhang,
008). Our previous work has shown that DRs localized to the cyto-
ol in TRAIL-resistant BT474 and AU565 cells and primary tumors
Chen et al., 2012) resulting in surface deﬁciency of DRs. Inhibition
f endocytosis causes a focused localization of DRs, amplifying DISC
ignaling and caspase activation (Akazawa et al., 2009; Zhang et al.,
009). TRAIL is also internalized through CIE (Kohlhaas et al., 2007),
hich may  be regulated by H-Ras in TRAIL resistant cells (Chen
t al., 2014). CIE internalizes membrane proteins such as CD59 and
HCI (Naslavsky et al., 2004). H-Ras localizes on the endosomal
embrane during CIE (Porat-Shliom et al., 2008) and potentially
ids in cell death evasion through mis-localization of DR4 and DR5.
After endocytosis, the DR-TRAIL complex can undergo endo-
omal pH-dependent caspase activated degradation (Austin et al.,
006; Kohlhaas et al., 2007; Zhang et al., 2009), causing the DISC
o dissociate with the death domain of the receptor, or be traf-
cked to the lysosome by Rab 7 for degradation (Akazawa et al.,
009). TRAIL ligation of DR4 or DR5 causes a caspase-8- depend-
nt release of cathepsin B from the lysosome (Werneburg et al.,
007) to initiate cytochrome C mitochondrial release and subse-
uently capsase-3 activation (Werneburg et al., 2007). Lysosomal
egradation prevents receptor recycling back to the plasma mem-
rane for further TRAIL ligation (Song et al., 2010). DR4 or DR5
igation in TRAIL-resistant cells with high FLIP expression causes an
ncrease in autophagic protein production (Han et al., 2008). This
igh basal amount of cytosolic autophagosomes co-localize with
R4 and DR5, aiding in the degradation of DRs (Di et al., 2013). Inhi-
ition of Beclin-1 dependent autophagy increases TRAIL-induced
poptosis (Han et al., 2008). Conversely, blockage of autophagy in
RAIL-sensitive cells reduces sensitivity, indicating a basal level of
utophagy is needed for TRAIL-induced apoptosis (Di et al., 2013).
. Crosstalk between TRAIL apoptosis signaling and
ncogenic Ras pathways
Recent evidence implicates Ras GTPase pathways in the regu-
ation of TRAIL DR expression. The Ras family of small GTPases,
ncluding H-Ras, K-Ras and N-Ras, are downstream of the EGFRs
nd become activated upon ligation of growth factors. Activation
f Ras induces activation of a signaling cascade involving Raf/MAP
inase, PI3K, RalGDS, and other effectors, thereby promoting cell
roliferation, survival, and transformation (Chiariello et al., 2010;
ownward, 2003; Holderﬁeld et al., 2014; Knight and Irving, 2014;
’Hayre et al., 2014; Okada et al., 2014; Pylayeva-Gupta et al., 2011;
oberts and Der, 2007; Suda et al., 2010; Troiani et al., 2013; Vaque
t al., 2013).
Our group has recently analyzed a genome-wide mRNA expres-
ion data set derived from 58 human cancer cells lines and looked
or a correlation between upregulated genes and TRAIL resistance
Chen et al., 2014). Strikingly we identiﬁed H-Ras to be the only
ene whose mRNA overexpression was signiﬁcantly elevated in
RAIL-resistant cells when compared to TRAIL-sensitive cells. By
ontrast, no correlation was found between TRAIL sensitivity and K-
as expression or Ras mutational proﬁles. This unbiased approach
as helped to add some clarity to contradictory reports on the effect
f Ras expression and TRAIL sensitivity. While some work simi-
ar to ours has indicated that TRAIL-resistant cells were sensitized
o TRAIL by inhibiting Ras signaling pathways (Abdulghani et al.,
013; Xu et al., 2013), other reports have suggested the opposite.
n these cases forced ectopic expression of Ras has led to increased
ensitization to TRAIL induced cell death (Drosopoulos et al., 2005;
anzaki et al., 2013; Nesterov et al., 2004; Oh et al., 2012; Sahu et al.,
011; Wang et al., 2005). The discrepancy in results is likely associ-
ted with tumor cell line lineage or the differences in experimental
pproach in terms of Ras inhibition or ectopic expression. Oure Updates 19 (2015) 13–21
previous study however encompasses the screening of a large panel
of cancer cells, hence presumably providing a more accurate rep-
resentation of the true correlation between H-Ras and resistance
to TRAIL. We  validated our mRNA analysis by siRNA knockdown
of Ras in several randomly chosen tumor cell lines. In all tumor
cell lines tested, we observed that isoform-speciﬁc knockdown of
H-Ras and not K-Ras led to increased sensitivity of TRAIL-resistant
cells to TRAIL and agonist anti-DR5 antibody through regulation
of surface expression of DR4 and DR5 (Chen et al., 2014). Interest-
ingly, this H-Ras isoform speciﬁc effect was  also observed in Fas
ligand-mediated apoptosis (Peli et al., 1999).
Notably, it has been shown that lipid raft sequestration of DR4/5
is involved in regulating TRAIL sensitivity (Ouyang et al., 2011;
Peli et al., 1999; Psahoulia et al., 2007; Song et al., 2007; Xu et al.,
2013). In this regard, it is known that H-Ras but not K-Ras can be
anchored to lipid rafts by C-terminal domain palmitoylation, indi-
cating that H-Ras may play a pivotal role in sequestering DR4/5 in
lipid rafts. Moreover, it is the inactive GDP-bound form of H-Ras
that is known to associate to lipid rafts (Prior et al., 2001; Resh,
2006); this may  provide an additional explanation for why  forced
expression of Ras in some cases does not lead to TRAIL resistance.
Lipid raft sequestration can often be the ﬁrst step in autophagic
protein degradation. Indeed, studies have identiﬁed a link between
TRAIL resistance and autophagy (He et al., 2012; Herrero-Martin
et al., 2009; Hou et al., 2010; Mills et al., 2004; Niu et al., 2010;
Zhang and Zhang, 2008), where TRAIL has been shown to induce
autophagy in a number of cancer cell lines, including colon, glioma,
bladder and prostate, and breast carcinoma. Moreover, inhibition
of autophagy by pharmacological inhibitors or by gene silencing
of Beclin-1 or ATG7 (key autophagy regulators) sensitized TRAIL-
resistant tumor cells to TRAIL-induced apoptosis (Han et al., 2008;
Herrero-Martin et al., 2009). Furthermore, crosstalk between Ras
and autophagy has been well documented (Chen et al., 2014; Guo
et al., 2011; Reuter et al., 2000; Schmukler et al., 2014). Ras can
modulate the levels of autophagy in cancer cells, while autophagy
may  affect the progression of Ras-driven tumors. Taken together
the work presented here suggests that H-Ras can serve as a poten-
tial biomarker in the prediction of tumor resistance to DR-targeted
therapies. Moreover, this work warrants further studies of combi-
natorial therapies using TRAIL and inhibitors of EGFR/Ras pathways.
4. Perspectives
A body of evidence reveals that TRAIL death receptors are fre-
quently downregulated in cancer cells, resulting in their absence
from the plasma membrane. The underlying molecular mech-
anisms have just begun to be understood which may involve
defects in protein trafﬁcking, accelerated internalization or other
yet uncharacterized mechanisms. Clearly, lack of surface death
receptors is sufﬁcient to render cancer cells resistant to the tar-
geted therapies, regardless of the status of downstream signaling
components unless some downstream death activating mutation
occurred which is highly unlikely in advanced stages of metastatic
cancers. Therefore, these data provide a rational for a combination
therapy in restoring cell surface expression of death receptors to
achieve an enhanced clinical efﬁcacy for TRAIL receptor-targeted
therapies.
Surface expression of DR4 and DR5 could be evaluated as a
predictive biomarker for identifying patient subpopulations with
tumors that are responsive or resistant to death receptor targeted
agents. The ability to enrich patients for clinical trials has the
potential to increase the success of the relevant drug development.
However, it is not technically feasible to distinguish membrane
bound receptors from cytosolic fractions using the commonly
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dditional studies are warranted to identify intracellular molecules
e.g. H-Ras expression) that control DR4 and DR5 surface expres-
ion. If available, such molecules could facilitate the development
f companion diagnostic tests in the relevant drug development
rograms. Second, the high frequency of DR4/DR5 deﬁciency on
he surface of cancer cells provides a rational for the selection of
ombinational drugs with rhTRAIL and agonistic antibodies. The
ngoing clinical studies currently test various therapeutic combi-
ation strategies (Table 1). As described above, it is desirable to use
rugs that can upregulate the expression of DR4 and DR5 on the
lasma membrane of cancer cells. A proof-of-concept will need to
e established using appropriate in vitro and in vivo models, fol-
owed by examination in relevant clinical studies. Although we  do
ot yet have the knowledge base to successfully overcome can-
er resistance to DR-targeted therapies, our ﬁndings on the DR
ell surface deﬁciency allow us to be optimistic that the delivery
f effective combinational cancer therapeutics will eventually be
ossible.
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